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Columbia High boys soccer team seeks another banner year
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MAPLEWOOD - The Columbia High School boys’ soccer team had a memorable season in 2007, finishing runner-up in the Essex County Tournament and winning the NJSIAA North Jersey, Section 2, Group 4 championship before finishing with an 18-5-1 record.

The Cougars return a strong nucleus from that special team, giving them hope that they can win Iron Hills Conference, county, sectional and state titles this season.

But that’s not the focus right now. Instead, the Cougars want to take a patient approach.

“We are going to take one game at a time,” said head coach Gene Chyzowych, who has been at the helm since 1964 and has 701 victories in his storied career. “That’s our philosophy.

“Our aim is to qualify for states, qualify for the Essex County Tournament and hopefully capture the Iron Hills Conference championship.”

The Cougars have a ton of talent, led by Jonny Exantus. The senior was named Essex County Player of the Year by the Star-Ledger after recording 16 goals and 10 assists last season.

Chyzowych considers Exantus the best player in the state, “by far.”

“Nobody comes close to him,” said Chyzowych. “He plays at a high level. He makes everybody look good and makes all his teammates confident. Even players who play against him are better because they know they have to work hard. It’s a pleasure coaching him.”

The captains are senior midfielders Kevin O’Connor  and Josh Delva and senior defenders Cam Kramer and Thomas Quirk.

O’Connor, an attacking midfielder, “distributes the ball beautifully,” said Chyzowych. Kramer will be responsible for directing the defense, while Quirk, as the stopper, will mark the opposition’s best center-forward. Delva’s role will be as a defensive midfielder.

Senior Matthew Gruber and Jackson Klein will share goaltending duties. Gruber is an excellent student in the classroom, noted Chyzowych.

The Cougars have other experienced seniors. They include forwards Adrian Alexis and Abiola Anderson; midfielders Jervis Witherspoon, Liman Oseni, Andrew Yearick and Dragos Ries; and defenders Chris Marino, Ramsay Hartley, Jonny Rio, Stefan Chacana-Fong, Dan Green and Nick Brown.

The rest of the team includes senior defenders Greg Hyman and Warren Moore; senior midfielders Cory Weiss and Ethan Zausner;  senior forward Lowell Boone; junior forwards Dylan French and Billy Smith; sophomore midfielder Jeremy Witherspoon; and junior midfielder Luca Heineman.

Hartley has made a smooth transition from center-forward to fullback; Anderson has strong quickness and Ries has made a nice recovery from a knee injury last season, said Chyzowych.

The Cougars enjoyed a sensational summer, going undefeated in tournaments at Ramapo and Toms River North high schools.

Even with so much talent, Chyzowych is cautiously optimistic.

“We have a long way to go,” said Chyzowych. “It’s not going to be easy. This team is determined more than ever to show their ability and be prepared for every game. Each game to us is going to be a championship game. The attitude is very good. They have a lot of experience. They are very careful in preparing for this year because they feel that if they work hard, they will be very successful.”

The Cougars had two scrimmages: Delbarton at Cameron Field in South Orange this past Tuesday and at Peddie today. The Cougars will participate in the Gill-St. Bernards tournament on Saturday before beginning the season Sept. 13 against Morristown at home.

Partial schedule

Sept. 13, Morristown, 11 a.m.

Sept. 15, Roxbury, 4 p.m.

Sept. 17, at West Morris, 4 p.m.

Sept. 19, East Orange Campus, 4 p.m.

Sept. 23, at Livingston, 4 p.m.

Sept. 25, at Seton Hall Prep, 4 p.m.

Sept. 27, Mount Olive, 11 a.m.    
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